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The conservation of plant genetic resoU!"ces in Switzerland is carri ed out by public and private 
organizations. The most important genebank is located at the Federai Agricultural Research 
Station of Changins, where more than IO 000 acccssions of different species are conserved. 
A commission has been created with representatives of public and private organisations 
concemed with plant genetic resources in order to stimlliate collaboration and coordination as 
e.g. making inventories and the development of comrnon projects. 
Switzerland has intridllced a number of legai instrllments for the protection of biological 
diversity, not only in the framework of the protection of nature, but also in agriclIltllre. 

Introduction 

Conservation of plant genetic resources in Switzerland started nearly a century ago. 
Local varieties of cereals were already collected in 1900 by the FederaI Agricultural 
Research Station of Changins (RAC) and the varieties are stili available in the genebank. 
The RAC possesses the most important genebank in Switzerland , where accessions of 
cereals, forage crops, vegetables , soybean, vines and aromatic plants are conserved (Tab1e 
I). 

Within the cereal collection, wheat is the most important species with about 4500 
accessions, followed by Triticum spella, (2200) barley (800) , tritieale (750), maize (370) 
and rye (60). The vegetable eolleetion eomprises about 25 speeies. The most important 
speeies is Swiss ehard (Beta vuLgaris subsp. ciela var. jlavescens) with 60 aeeessions. The 
forage crop colleetion eonsists of ecotypes of Festuca arundinacea, F. pralensis, Dactylis 
glomerata and Poa pralensis. The soybean eolleetion eontains material from different 
origins and is related to the breeding programme. The vine eultivars are loeal varieties and 
the aroma tic plants are wild species, 
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The RAC is not the only institute in Switzerland concerned with the conservation of 
plant gene tic resources and several private and public organi sations are involved. The 
conservation of cultivated p1 ants in Switzerland is decentralized and this makes 
coordination necessary. 

Table 1. Number of accessions of species of different groupsconserved in the genebank 
of the RAC. 

Group 
Cereals 
Soybean 
Vegetables 
Forage crops 
Vines 
Aromatic plants 

Coordination 

Number 01 accessions 
8770 

622 
500 
260 
137 

14 

A meeting of ali the organi sati ons interestcd in plant genetic resources was organised in 
1990. This led to tbe creation of two commi ssions. The first of these, the commiss ion for 
the conservation of wild plants is supported by the Federai office for environment, forest 
and landscape. Its priori ty tasks are the inventory of the in situ presence and ex situ 
co llec tions of spec ies that are threatened on a European or Swiss scale (38) and of the 
development of concrete proposals for the conservation of these species. The second 
commission, that for the conservation of cultivated plants (CPC) brings togethcr 
representatives of private and public organi sations and is supported by the Federai office 
of agri cu lture . One of the first tasks of thc CPC was the cstabli shment of an inventory of 
ali private and public organisations involved, with an indication of the species involved 
and the number of accessions conserved by them (Derron & a l. 1992). More than 17 000 
accessions of 160 spec ies are preserved in 24 different institùtes in Switzerland . Not ali of 
them are acting as genebanks in which long term conservation is ensured. · This 
coordination of effort allows solutions to be found if certain organi sati ons are no longer 
ablc to ensure the mainte nance of pl ant materi al. It also sti mul ates coll aboration between 
the organi sations e.g. by the development of common projects for conservation and 
evaluation. The commission intends to update thc inventory cvery two years. 

The conse rvati on of fruit trees is a lmost tota ll y undertaken by a pri vate organ isation , 
Fructus, that coord inates and manages standard trees orchards growing local var ieties of 
diffcrent spec ies. The organisation Pro Specie Rara e .g. is engaged in on-farm 
conscrvation of staplc crops, industria i plants and vegetab les. 

Wi/d relatives or CIIllivaled planlS 

Switze rl and is a small country composecl of ve ry cl ifferent regions in terms of c limate, 
so il and geography. This is retlected in the large geneti c variability within e.g. fo rage 
species. Switzerland by its nature is a lanci of herbage with 1.4 million hectares of 
grass land and pastures. The most interesting ecotypes of forage crops can be found on 
traclitionally culti vated pastures and grasslands. Breeders from ali over Europe converge 
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on these grasslands to collect interesting ecotypes for the creation of new varieties (Kleijer 
& al. 1990). 

About 100 wild species of aromatic and medicinal plants are found in Switzerl and . 
Some of these species are endangered because of excessive harvesting and 25 species are 
on the national red Ii st (Landolt 1991 ). The RAC started a breed ing program and is 
studying the production of aromatic and medicinal plants. The most important species are 
Alchemilla xanthochlora, Achillea millefolium, Arnica montana, Artemisia annua , 
Artemisia umbelliformis, Ep ilobium parviflorum, Hyssopus officinalis, Melissa officinalis, 
Pimpinella peregrina , Origanum vulgare, Salvia officinalis and Thymus vulgaris. For a 
number of these species, wild relatives collected in Switzerland are used in the breeding 
programme. 

LegaI aspects 

Switze rl and has introduced various forms of legislation for the protec ti on of biolog ical 
diversity, not only in the framework of the protection of nature, but also in agri culture. 
(Kleijer & Kohler 1995). 

The fede raI law on the protection of nature and landscape was re vised in 1987 and 
allows, on a legaI basi s, a close coll aboration between farmers and nature protection 
organisations. Farmers obtain indemnities if they renounce intensive land use or if they 
carry out supplementary work without an economical output for the maintenance of 
biotopes that are very rich in species. 

Nature protection in Switze rland is under the responsability of the cantons (counties) . 
The application law has to be implemented by the cantons and today most of them have 
such a law. Cantons have concluded contracts with farmers on a voluntary bas is and 
different models based on reg ional needs have been developed. The.spec ifies for example 
the date of the first cut in the Iigh t of altitude. 

In the framework of the law on agriculture contr ibutions have been envisaged for 
particular eco logical a ll owances. Those that concern the maintenance of bio logical 
diversity are the fol1owing : 

- contributions for ex tensive grasslands, hedges ,and coun try coppices, under particul ar 
conditions e.g. no fertilizer, first cut in re lati on to the type of grassland and a ltitude. 
- contributions for extensive grassland on set-as ide land or not very intensive grassland 
that is al so maintained under particular condi tions. 
- contributions for g rowing standard sized fruit trees. 

The total amount pa iel by the Swiss government in 1994 for these three measu res is 
about 55 miliion Swiss francs. Although these measures are not in the f irst pIace aimeel at 
in situ conservat ion but are the result or a modification of agri cultura l po li cy, they have a 
positive effect on in situ conservation. The CPC has presented proposals to introduce 
contributions that will encourage the maintenance anel cultivation of trael itional lanel races. 
They are not for the moment includeel. 

There ex ists a legaI possibility in Switzerland for commerciali sation of landraces of 
ce real s. They do not have to fit all the req uirements that apply to the commerc iali sation of 
modern varieties. 
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Genebank managers must ensure that the preservation of biological diversity is incJuded 
in national legislation. They must bring to the attention of both the public and the 
politicians the importance of their work and the need to have adequate funds at their 
disposal. 
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